INTRODUCTION

Complex geographies of play provision dis/investment across the UK
forum in which academic geographers and playwork practitioners could consider the issues and responses to what was pre-conceived as a contemporary 'crisis' for play in the UK. In addition to Mick Conway, the keynote speaker, ruminating on a long and distinguished playwork career (Conway, 2014) , the deliberations comprised two sets of three formal papers to the themes of 'cuts in focus' and 'rethinking what matters', wrapped around a Pecha Kucha session of nine mini-presentations, which provided concise and focused commentary on very specific aspects of 'play and austerity. ' In terms of the academic geographers who attended, the seminar was situated particularly within cross-disciplinary research on children's everyday spaces, places and movements. Within academic geography, this research has come to be known as 'Children's Geographies', although, like the journal of the same name, this work encapsulates work by geographers, anthropologists, sociologists and others (Kraftl et al., 2012) . Research on Children's Geographies has several affinities with that on play and playwork. On the one hand, it emphasises the diverse everyday experiences of children in their localities -especially in outdoor spaces -and the ways in which they negotiate adult-imposed regulations (e.g. Holt, 2011) . On the other hand, such research has examined how space and place -especially institutions like schools -are central to the construction of contemporary notions of childhood, on which many assumptions about the parameters of children's play are founded (e.g. Holloway and Valentine, 2000; Holloway et al., 2010) .
This collection in the International Journal of Play brings together seven of the papers from the Leicester seminar, each of which focused on the broader implications for play in UK society (a smaller collection, which focused on issues for playwork practitioners, was published in the Journal of Playwork Practice -McKendrick et al. 2014) . Four themes are addressed in this collection, i.e. 'how did we get here'; 'austerity as threat'; 'austerity as opportunity'; and 'rethinking play and society'. In thinking through the significance for play of 'the era of austerity', it is important to acknowledge that there are other significant and recent developments that may help understand the ways in which austerity has impacted on play in the UK, two of which are now introduced.
The construction and consumption of the national narrative for play in the UK
The play and playwork sector in the UK has presented a convincing and wide-ranging case for investing in play. As Tim Gill explains in more detail in the opening paper in this collection, the years around the Millennium were ones in which the play sector was challenged to articulate the value of play (Playlink, NPFA and Children's Play Council, 2000) , which in turn, led to unprecedented levels of national investment in children's play by the UK Government and other national bodies (Department of Culture, Media and Sports, 2004) .
A strong narrative from the UK play sector in recent years has been that play is about more than play. It has been argued with conviction that play can make a positive contribution to achieving a wide range of socially desirable goals (Play England, 2009 ). For example, among other virtues, play is promoted as a means through which children's learning can be enhanced (Scottish Government, nd; Kraftl, 2013) , obesity can be tackled (National Toy Council, nd), and social inclusion can be promoted (Playboard NI, nd; Skelton, 2009) . Such acknowledgments resonate with Children's Geographies research, which has examined the challenges and opportunities facing children's play in diverse geographical contexts.
The diffusion of the case for play is also evident in the proliferation of advice that has been generated to facilitate play in different settings; these have been underpinned by evidence-based reviews. For example, Play Scotland and CPIS have published a range of factsheets that provide guidance on how to facilitate play in a wide range of environments including institutional settings (schools and hospitals), social settings (intergenerational play and playtime) and environmental settings (natural environments, sand play, wooded areas) (CPIS, nd; Play Scotland, nd).
On the other hand, play is also promoted as a whole, as well as for its parts. A fundamental tenet of the sector's play principles is acknowledgment of the value of play for its own sake (Skillsactive, nd) . The Playwork Principles are not alone in promoting play per se; most definitions of play in the UK, and all of those that originate from within the play sector, make reference to play being 'freely chosen', 'personally driven' and 'intrinsically motivated' (e.g. Russell and Lester, 2008) .
Although the UK play sector has risen to the challenge of articulating the value of play, it is less clear how this message has been received. While others (especially Early Years Educators) welcomed the acknowledgement of the contribution that play makes to achieving their goals, it is less clear whether the inherent value of play is a message that has been as warmly welcomed by those outside the play profession. Indeed, the same Minister for Education who initiated the play cuts in 2010, demonstrated an alarming misunderstanding of the value of play in the Autumn of 2013 in recalling an ancedote from schools in Kent. In a speech in which he acknowledged the importance of teaching, he reported that, "Some schools have been pressured to fit in with prevailing doctrines, even against their own instincts. Some nurseries and schools in Kent, for example, reported to us that … [they] were told that children were not allowed to tidy up, or be asked to put their coats on, in case it interrupted 'child-initiated play'" (Gove, 2013) . Setting aside the gross misrepresentation of child-initated play that this represents, that a Government minister considers that there is political capital to be gained by ridiculing children's play in such a fashion should be troubling to the play sector in the UK, as it suggests that there is a wider public that would be receptive to such a message.
Changing play: the role of the local state and the emergence of the devolved national region in lean times As the examples from London in the opening section of this paper suggest, the political geographies of play in the UK are not stable. On the contrary, the role of the state in relation to play is ridden with tensions between the opposing forces of centralisation and de-centralisation (Hulme et al., 2013) .
Playgrounds and play spaces are more than merely sites for play: the geographies of play matter across a variety of scales. Gagen (2000) demonstrates how the development of municipal playgrounds in US cities in the early 20 th century reflected the concerns of social reformers to shape child development, in order to produce 'American' identities that were both gendered and racialised. Through time, the provision of play spaces extended beyond showpiece provision and such national ideals, and was woven into the fabric of neighbourhoods at a more local scale. As Cunningham and Jones (1999) outline, town planners were at the fore in promoting such formal play space in the residential environments that they were creating in the mid-late 20 th century. On the other hand, playgrounds are not merely provided by the local state or by other interest groups for communities; campaigning for, and the construction of, neighbourhood playgrounds is also a grassroots activity led by community groups who desire these spaces (Hetherington, 1999) . Thus, by the end of the 20 th century, it was widely accepted that playground playspace should be available where children were expected to play, i.e. in residential environments and municipal parks.
The public provision of playspace by the local state in the UK was politicised when local government expenditure contracted in the 1970s and 1980s. This co-incided with the development of a national consciousness for play, as national and regional collectives of play workers developed from the grassroots. Once the recipient of playspace, communities, aligned with playworkers, were now agitating against the local state to protect their community resource.
The development of a UK national frame of reference for play fractured in the 1990s with the introduction of Devolution. Play was within the remit of the new Devolved Administrations in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, while the UK Government retained responsibility for play in England. Different devolution pathways for play followed, leading to a distinct spatial patternings of play at the sub-national level in the UK. In England, the central state adopted a prominent role, directing and directly funding significant investment in play infrastructure. A strong Play England emerged, as did strong regional associations for play in England. Play also developed in the devolved national regions in the 1990s, but on a much smaller scale and at a much slower pace. All three of the national play associations in devolved UK strengthened (Play Scotland, Play Wales and Playboard NI) and there were some significant national commitments to play in Wales, such as in 2002 when Wales became the first country in the world to adopt a national play policy (Play Wales, nd, a). However, on the whole, the scale of investment was much more modest in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, when compared to England.
As noted above, a change of government in 2010 heralded the introduction of a 'politics of austerity', through which an opportunity was provided for the new Government to further its ideological commitment to a 'smaller' central state. Consequently, the UK state has adopted a less prominent role in funding play. The Department for Education, which had (as the Department for Children, Schools and Families) led government initiatives on play in England, stated in April 2011 that 'full responsibility for play will be returned to local authorities and their communities' (Burlington, 2011) . It is not without consequence, that this scalar shift in the responsibility for play from central to local government coincides with a significant reduction in the monies available to local government.
This 'return' to localism in play provision in England contrasts with the situation in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, where national governments have adopted a more prominent role in supporting play. The Scottish Government introduced Scotland's first National Play Strategy in 2013 (Scottish Government, 2013 (OFMDFM, 2011) . Even here, the political geography is complex, with the national state investing in play at a time when, as in England, the local state is finding it more difficult to continue supporting it.
Introduction to this collection
The papers in this edited collection are organised into four themes, each of which comprises two papers. The opening theme -How We Got Here -presents insider and outsider accounts of the recent history of play investment in England. In this first, Tim Gill, one of the UK's leading thinkers on contemporary childhood and a highly respected and leading figure in the UK play sector for several decades (e.g. Gill, 2007) , shares his thoughts from when he was seconded in 2002 to the then Department for Culture, Media and Sport from his position as Director of the Children's Play Council (now Play England) to lead the first ever UK Government sponsored review of children's play. Tim makes it clear that play in England is shaped by the wider society of which it is part; both benefitting from opportunities presented, and now suffering from constraints that it imposes. In the second paper, insights from the 'back end' of this era of investment are provided by Alexandra Long, Senior Lecturer in Playwork at Leeds Metropolitan University. Having worked as a Play Manager in Bradford (North Yorkshire) and Camden (London) throughout the 2000s, Alexandra reflects on the legacy of the Big Lottery programme evaluation, which followed the investment of £123 million in England between 2006 (Smith and Day, 2011 . Alexandra fears for the consequences of the play sector not embracing its own 'objectives for play provision' as a framework to evidence the value of investment in play in times of austerity (and beyond).
Austerity as threat, the second theme, also comprises two complementary papers. Helen Woolley, Reader in Landscape Architecture and Society at the University of Sheffield, explores the nature and implication of austerity cuts in the city of Sheffield, a city of half a million people in the north of England. Helen finds little comfort in the way in which the city is responding to the cuts, with retraction of provision to be found in many forms. John McKendrick (Board of Directors of Play Scotland and Glasgow Caledonian University) and Chris Martin (UNITE Union's Playwork Convenor) then provide an overview of the cuts in Scotland and SW England, two parts of the UK with contrasting play trajectories in recent times. They identify limitations in speaking 'collectively' about play and playwork in the UK, as they explore the extent to which the wider funding context for play services is reflected in play practitioners' reflections on their experiences in 2013.
The third theme, Austerity as Opportunity, considers the possibility that austerity need not (only) be problematic. For Alice Ferguson (Director of Playing Out) and Angie Page (University of Bristol) the disinvestment from provision of formal public playspace affords opportunities for communities to rediscover their streets as play spaces. Presenting both an insider and outsider perspective, this paper extols the value of street play for its potential to transform both the everyday residential environment and children's physical health. Rob Wheway (Children's Play Information Service) is also supportive of outdoor play. However, rather than seek the organised grassroots creation of street playspace, he seeks to champion the cause of 'free play'. Rob's argument is grounded on a career's worth of field observations in which it is consistently demonstrated that children travel only very short distances to access neighbourhood play.
Rethinking Play and Society is the final theme. Arthur Battram (Plexity) argues that there is a need to rethink the general orientation of play in the UK and the tendency to posit play futures as a straight choice of between strategic playwork and environmental playwork. Arthur articulates a 'third way' for play, one which is less concerned with infrastructure (or accessing that infrastructure) and is primarily concerned to engender a culture that is more supportive of play. Finally, Cindy Regaldo, (University College London) articulates the case that playfulness is a fruitful strategy to deploy in advancing 'publicly initiated scientific research'. Here, a wider role for play is envisaged that is integral to progressive grassroots community development action.
Finally, the authors of this editorial return in conclusion to summarise the key points. We identify six overarching themes to emerge across the papers and consider the significance for the future of play in the UK, and beyond.
